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What beasts threaten us most nowadays? A beast, as 
pointed out by Derrida, is a being outside the law, inca-
pable of reason, language and political order. An entity 
beyond accountability and incapable of responsibility. 
In the Western political tradition, the sovereign is the 
highest authority in a political order: the one who de-
cides the exception;1 the one who can suspend the law; 
the one who is not subject to the law they enact. This 
clearly produces a paradox: The sovereign is both inside 
and outside the law. It belongs to the political order yet 
is not fully bound by it. 

In the seminar series The Beast and the Sovereign, 
Derrida demonstrates that both figures occupy the same 
structural position: outside or above the law, one by 
power, the other by supposed incapacity.2 Political dis-
course continuously animalises sovereigns (wolf, lion, 
fox) while depicting animals as pseudo-sovereigns that 
roam lawlessly. This complicates the supposedly human-
ist foundation of politics, and may lead to a confusion of 
species. This confusion may manifest in a chimera-like 
skeletal figure, hovering between predator and alley cat, 
coloniser and colonised, danger and vulnerability. 

Solely animalising the sovereign misses the tech-
nological component from the equation, although the 
link between politics and technology is not a modern 
invention. As early as in Ancient Greece, devices 
were used for the purposes of jury selection, helping 
a community avoid bias by rendering choices perfectly 
random. These devices were no computers but were 
similarly fed with data and ‘calculated’ a result. 

Today, the computational impact on political 
decision-making operates on a less visible level, even 

1	 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, 
trans. George Schwab (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 5. Originally 
published as Politische Theologie: Vier Kapitel zur Lehre von der Souveränität 
(Munich and Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1922).

2	 Jacques Derrida, The Beast and the Sovereign, vol. 1 and vol. 2, trans. Geoffrey 
Bennington, ed. Michel Lisse, Marie-Louise Mallet, and Ginette Michaud (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009 and 2011).
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Anca Benera and Arnold Estefán, The Democracy Device, 2020–26, 
3D printed sculpture. © Anca Benera and Arnold Estefán. 

Flaka Haliti, Whose Bones?, 2022, sculpture made of plastic, foam, steel, 
aluminium. © Flaka Haliti. Courtesy of the artist and Deborah Schamoni.  
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though the principle remains the same: data enters 
a computational system and, several steps later, results 
in altered human decisions. What has changed is the 
scale complexity, and opacity of these processes.

Like the beast and the sovereign, today’s rapidly 
advancing information technologies often function 
beyond the law. The expanded capacities of big data 
analytics, such as network externalities, self-generated 
online traces, user profiling, micro-targeting and 
real-time supercomputing leave the average citizen with 
little possibility of directly grasping the conditions that 
structure social reality.

To paraphrase the slogan that proclaims data as 
the new oil, one might say that data is the new beast. 
This widely circulated phrase marks the transformation 
of petrocapitalism into infocapitalism and the emer-
gence of surveillance capitalism, among other forma-
tions yet to unfold. Conceiving data as a beast, however, 
shifts the emphasis: rather than treating it solely as an 
extractable asset, it frames data as an entity with agency 
and force.

This exhibition brings the concepts of data and 
sovereignty into relation, on both personal and political 
levels, and unfolds their entanglements. Beyond politi-
cal and technophilosophical inquiry, the constellation 
of artworks engages questions of representation and as-
sembly. It reflects on emergent image regimes, critiques 
the infrastructures that sustain them, and speculates on 
new forms of gathering and collective articulation.

Images in Operation

CCTV cameras introduced a new and elusive regime of 
representation. Unlike traditional visual forms, surveil-
lance footage is not primarily aesthetic but operational. 
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Operational images do not simply depict; they perform.3 
They function as instruments within military operations, 
policing, logistics and data analysis. Here, functionality 
is embedded within the visual framework itself.

Such surveillance imagery informs aaajiao’s life-
size transparent resin torso, modelled on an ‘Asian male’ 
generated by an image-to-3D AI platform. The figure is 
nameless yet saturated with identity politics, resembling 
an isolated identification card translated into sculptural 
form.

Under these conditions, representation, which 
was once a central tenet of the visual arts, becomes 
subordinate to operation. The visible image is a surface 
effect of underlying processes: protocols, measurement, 
optimisation, guidance, erasure and archival selection. 
Images are no longer evaluated according to mimetic 
fidelity but according to procedural efficacy. What mat-
ters is whether they function within a system, even if the 

3	 Jussi Parikka, Operational Images: From the Visual to the Invisual (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2023).

aaajiao, Nobody, 2024–25, 3D transparent resin print, printed car film, 
glasurit. © aaajiao. Courtesy of the artist and Tabula Rasa Gallery. 



06

﻿

processes that produce them remain partially invisual 
or opaque. These operational images thus move beyond 
the classical distinction between subject and world im-
plied by representation, asserting a more autonomous, 
system-bound mode of existence.

What such images often promise is objectivity 
– ‘seeing nature as it truly is.’ As Lorraine Daston 
and Peter Galison have shown, however, scientific 
objectivity is historically contingent, shaped not only 
by technical developments but also by shifting moral, 
epistemological, and social practices.4 Scientific imag-
ery can therefore be mobilised to project authority, in-
cluding state power. This dynamic is examined in Anna 
Engelhardt and Mark Cinkevich’s hybrid documentary 
Terror Element, which follows Nina, a reclusive forensic 
expert who discovers a videotape related to the 1999 
apartment bombings in Russia.

4	 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007).

Anna Engelhardt and Mark Cinkevich, Terror Element, 2025, media 
installation. © Anna Engelhardt and Mark Cinkevich. 
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Blending digital reconstructions with archival 
footage, the film investigates the conflicting narratives 
used to justify the Second Chechen War. As Nina 
immerses herself in degraded television images, she 
begins to question how forensic laboratories became 
instruments of opaque political power. Gradually, her 
own lab mirrors the one on screen, raising doubts about 
her complicity in that legacy.

The Art of Non-Representation

Representation is commonly understood as the depic-
tion or symbolic rendering of something in an image. Yet 
this model has been unsettled in both art and science. 
Technologies such as sensors, data capture, and visu-
alisation do not simply record the world – they actively 
shape what becomes visible and knowable. Drawing 
on quantum physics, Karen Barad’s theory of agential 
realism extends this shift.5 She argues that knowledge 
does not stand apart from an independent reality; rather, 
reality emerges through specific material practices, the 
apparatuses, measurements and frameworks that stage 
it. At its core, Barad’s non-representational approach 
foregrounds the performativity of knowledge. Knowing 
is not a matter of describing what is, but of participating 
in its becoming. Scientific experiments, measurements 
and artistic practices do not represent a pre-given real-
ity; they intra-act with matter to produce phenomena. 
Within this exhibition, such phenomena appear as cho-
reographic reconfigurations of the self through an array 
of mediated images.

Intra-action is most palpable in Nina Davies’s 
Bystander Assembly, a media installation composed 
of smartphones, tracking sensors and lighting units 

5	 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the 
Entanglement of Matter and Meaning (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007).
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distributed throughout the space. As visitors move 
through the room, these devices detect and track their 
bodies and faces, responding to subtle gestures. The 
encounter oscillates between surveillance and recogni-
tion, between exposure and affirmation.

Here, the mirror image does not simply reflect; it 
contributes to the construction of a digital twin, or, in 
Olga Goriunova’s terms, an ‘ideal subject’:6 an abstract 
digital entity generated through data and algorithmic 
modelling rather than an extension of lived experience. 
Everyday behaviours and traces are captured, segment-
ed and organised by AI into predictive computational 
models that function as new forms of subjectivity 
shaped by data and pattern recognition. On the brink 
of surrendering sovereignty to its digital double, such 
a subject appears in Spit and Image 1.

6	 Olga Goriunova, Ideal Subjects: The Abstract People of AI (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2025).

Nina Davies, Becoming the Edit: Bystander Assembly, 2024, 
media installation. © Nina Davies. 
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Building New Sovereign Worlds 

Westphalian sovereignty – the post-1648 model in which 
the nation-state is the primary sovereign unit, authority 
is territorially bounded and borders define jurisdiction 
– is increasingly destabilised by digital technologies. 
Cloud computing, global networks, AI systems, and 
platform infrastructures generate new forms of juris-
diction that cannot be reduced to national territory.7 
This ongoing reconfiguration suggests that alternative 
political arrangements, and thus alternative worlds, 
remain possible.

While DATAS: The Data and the Sovereign fore-
grounds voices from Eastern Europe and the South 
Caucasus, an African anti-colonial perspective 
expands its geopolitical horizon. Nolan Oswald 
Dennis’s Endless Column, recalling Constantin 
Brâncuși’s modernist motif, occupies the exhibition 
space with insistence. By stacking the globe and its 

7	 Benjamin H. Bratton, The Stack: On Software and Sovereignty (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 2016).

Dorota Gaweda and Egle Kulbokaite, Spit and Image 1, 2025, still from a 4K single-channel  
video, color, sound, 15 min. © Dorota Gaweda and Egle Kulbokaite. 
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blacked-out negation in a vertical sequence, the work 
invokes planetary scale, infrastructural imaginaries, 
and the politics of orientation.

This perspective signals a refusal of dominant 
Western epistemologies as the normative ground for 
worldbuilding. Following Dennis, the exhibition treats 
prevailing languages of world-ordering as historically 
situated constructs rather than universal truths, and 
seeks to move beyond the limits they impose on imagi-
nation and political possibility.

The show’s geographical and technological focus 
challenges the assumption that technology is culturally 
neutral. In line with the concept of cosmotechnics, it 
proposes that technical systems are embedded within 
specific cosmologies and moral orders.8 Rather than 

8	 Yuk Hui, The Question Concerning Technology in China: An Essay in Cosmotechnics 
(Falmouth: Urbanomic, 2016).

Nolan Oswald Dennis, Endless Column, 2026, sculpture.  
© Nolan Oswald Dennis. 
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defining a fixed regional identity, the exhibition aims to 
reopen technological thinking to plural ontologies and 
divergent futures.

Infrastructural Critique

Sovereignty today is exercised through infrastructure 
as much as it is declared through law. As Benjamin 
H. Bratton argues, sovereignty is reorganised across 
computational layers, including cloud systems, identity 
protocols and logistics networks, so that control over 
infrastructure becomes a form of sovereign power. 
For this reason, the exhibition necessarily engages the 
infrastructures of computation, labour, energy politics 
and their entanglement with sovereignty.

Tekla Aslanishvili’s experimental two-channel 
documentary follows rivers in the South Caucasus from 

Tekla Aslanishvili, The Mountain Speaks to the Sea, 2024, 
video installation. © Tekla Aslanishvili. 
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their mountain sources to the Black Sea, tracing the 
infrastructures that shape the landscapes and commu-
nities along their course. The narrative converges on 
the EU–Georgia initiative to construct a high-voltage 
power cable beneath the Black Sea, intended to reduce 
Europe’s dependence on Russia for energy and data 
transmission. Interweaving personal histories, myth and 
speculative futures, the film reveals how energy infra-
structures reconfigure territories, borders and practices 
of statecraft.

Similarly, Jonas Staal’s project turns to Ascension 
Island and its role in successive imperial formations. 
Over three centuries, the island has been reshaped by 
shifting regimes of power, ultimately becoming a site 
of military and planetary surveillance infrastructure. 
Today, this terraformed and technoformed territory 
anticipates visions of off-world colonisation, echoing 
contemporary plans for Mars and beyond.

As the previous works show, the infrastructure 
of surveillance and computation continues to expand, 

Jonas Staal, Empire’s Island, 2023, video installation. © Jonas Staal. 
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propelled in part by the rise of AI. Largely invisible yet 
energy-intensive data centres are pivotal nodes in this 
transformation. Rudolf Samohejl’s large-scale sculp-
ture stages an allegory of the data centre. It is neither 
strict realism nor pure abstraction but a split model: 
on one side, a representation of the data centre; on the 
other, its ontological weight, rendered as a perforated 
stone helmet whose mass evokes the burden of inhu-
man cognition.

Artificial intelligence is no longer merely artificial 
but increasingly an inhuman force. In Deep Reality 
Markets, Martyna Marciniak adopts the branding and 
rhetoric of a fictional AI company modelled on major 
tech firms, exposing the hidden labour, exploitation and 
manipulation that sustain AI systems. By mimicking 
the quasi-religious language used to promote boundless 
technological potential, the project reveals how such 
speculation fuels financial hype while diverting attention 
from regulation and accountability.

Rudolf Samohejl, therealitytourist.com, 2026, installation. © Rudolf Samohejl. 
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Together, these works enact infrastructural 
critique, a task that contemporary art can scarcely 
avoid. Building on the legacy of institutional critique 
that emerged in the 1960s, Marina Vishmidt reframes 
critique not as interpretation or exposure alone, but as 
a materialist engagement with infrastructure itself.9 This 
approach moves beyond representation and ideology to 
examine how infrastructures (from logistics networks to 
regimes of labour and reproduction) shape the condi-
tions of political struggle and collective becoming.

9	 Marina Vishmidt, ‘Between not Everything and not Nothing: Cuts towards 
Infrastructural Critique,’ in The Former West: Art and the Contemporary after 1989, 
eds. Maria Hlavajova and Simon Sheik (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2017), 265–68.

Martyna Marciniak, Deep Reality Markets, 2025–26, mixed media installation (video, animation, 
sculptural devices). Supported by Kemmler Stiftung and Ars Electronica. © Martyna Marciniak.
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Method

Artur Magrot’s triangular tiles form an interactive 
installation that creaks and shifts as visitors walk across 
it. This subtle yet consequential modulation of space, ar-
ticulated without narrative or figurative representation, 
signals the operative logic of the exhibition itself.

DATAS: The Data and the Sovereign is grounded in 
the premise that exhibitions do not represent the world 
but function as infrastructural sites for constructing 
scenarios and prototyping possible worlds. Rather 
than presenting matters of concern from a distance, 
exhibitions act as nonrepresentational technologies: 
performative constellations in which actors, spatial 
configurations and materials co-produce aesthetic and 
political effects. Within a digital condition that unsettles 
linear temporality, exhibitions extend across platforms, 
interfaces, and protocols, expanding both their assem-
blies and their material supports.

The project draws on the concept of the Gedan-
kenausstellung, particularly from Making Things Public: 
Atmosphere of Democracy where Bruno Latour conceived 
the exhibition as a political assembly staging both issues 

Artur Magrot, Void × Repletion, 2019, site-specific installation. © Artur Magrot.  
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and their modes of articulation.10 In this sense, DATAS: 
The Data and the Sovereign positions objects as catalysts 
for reflection and contestation, and viewers as partici-
pants rather than spectators. Curating here operates as 
a democratic practice – not to generate consensus, but 
to render visible the networks of association and stakes 
that structure contemporary conditions.

10	 Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel, eds., Making Things Public: Atmosphere of 
Democracy (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2025). Coined by Latour and Weibel, the term 
Gedankenausstellung describes an exhibition conceived as a thought experiment, 
staging hypothetical ‘what if’ scenarios akin to those of Galileo or Einstein. Rather 
than simply visualizing ideas, it creates an exploratory parcours that actively 
involves visitors. A Gedankenausstellung emerges when science moves beyond 
empirical demonstration into speculative reflection, and when art departs from 
purely technical function to engage in forms of inquiry traditionally associated with 
science. 
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